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The following paper presents the frame tale as a particular genre of
early-nineteenth-century literature that openly negotiated the late
Romantic period’s displaced correspondence between imaginative
production and the economic market. The frame tale is best described
as a type of narrative fiction that consists of a frame story (such as a
storytelling session) in which multiple sub-narratives in a network of
reciprocal exchange are embedded. By discussing two frame tales by
the Scottish author James Hogg, the following analysis will show how
the resurgence of this particular genre in the early nineteenth century
is indicative of Romantic literature’s active interest in discussing the
relations between literary and economic signification. In this reading,
the frame tale emerges as a prime indicator of Romanticism’s ghostly
link between literature and the marketplace. In both The Queen’s Wake
(1813/1819) and the Three Perils of Man (1822), Hogg conjures
intricate fictional spaces of reciprocity as mirrors of the print market
in which these texts were themselves published. By means of a
mise-en-abyme of narrative exchange, Hogg’s frame tales bridge the gap
between literature and economics in a way that illuminates both the
economics of literature and the literariness of economy in the early
nineteenth century.
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I
When, in January 1824, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine published a
review of Percy Mallory (1824), the second novel of the now largely
forgotten early-nineteenth-century writer and clergyman James Hook,
it imagined the text as being embedded within a ‘literary field’ (25),
of which it painted a particularly vivid picture:
There is the Waverley knight – he of the hundred weapons! – and his
war-cry rings loudest on the plain. There is the author of Valerius, in his
Roman armour; and the Ettrick Shepherd, with his knotted club; [. . .]
and Galt, in his pawkie costume; and Maturin, with his frightful mask;
and Washington Irving, just in his silk doublet, throwing darts into the air
[. . .]; and then there are the Amazons, equipped after every fancy and
fashion! Miss Porter and Miss Edgeworth, holding up her ferula [. . .]; and
Lady Morgan, astradelle, (and in French breeches,) since she has taken
to be mad about politics! (25)
With its decidedly martial overtones, the zone of author interaction
which the Blackwood’s reviewer here imagines evokes the strongly
competitive nature of a print market as it emerged in the early
nineteenth century. At the same time, though, the magazine’s focus on
apparel also paints the picture of a carnival, with the attendants playing
an elaborate game of dressing up and impersonation. By emphasizing
this playfulness, the application of the label ‘literary field’ by
Blackwood’s foreshadows the term’s later theorisation under Pierre
Bourdieu. As early as 1983, Bourdieu had spoken of the logic of the
literary field as a type of ‘game’ (72), where participants, partly
determined by their ‘habitus’ (64) and by the ‘positions’ (61) available
to them, engage in artistic creation as a ludic endeavour. Based on this
argument Bourdieu developed his more famous claim that literary and
economic fields stand in an inverse relation to one another: the
accumulation of artistic power irrespective of, or even opposed to,
the accumulation of money is possible because the game of literature
follows different rules than the game of economy. In emphasising
writerly interaction as a kind of masquerade, the space of authorial
position-taking articulated by Blackwood’s perpetuates such a distance
between acts of writing and the economic processes pertaining to
literary production. These writers might be ‘combatants’, but their
contestation, according to the magazine, amounts to little more than
the ‘tramping, and jostling, and capering’ of a ‘rabble rout’ (25).
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The way that Blackwood’s imagines the literary field is indicative of
Romantic culture’s often noted proto-Bourdieusian disavowal of its
economic basis. Despite the fact that the economic conditions of the
newly emerging print market stood at the very genesis of much literary
creation during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
literary works of the time often denied or displaced the commercial
realities of their production and dissemination. Even though Paul
Keen has reminded us that Romantic literature ‘gained its importance,
not through its separation from more secular phenomena into some
highly reified mode of “creative” expression, but just the opposite,
from its immersion in a busy world where creativity had as much to do
with patents pending as lyrical inspiration’ (xv), his jab at William
Wordsworth’s programmatic ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads’ (1802) already
suggests that Romantic texts have proven somewhat resistant to such
revisionist readings. The stereotype of the isolated figure of the poetic
speaker, so endemic to Romantic culture, distanced literary expression
not only from the ‘uniformity’ of ‘men in cities’ (Wordsworth 80), but
simultaneously also from the economic processes which were the cause
of this increased urbanisation. However, despite the consistency with
which such strategies of distancing were articulated in Romantic
culture, considering the early-nineteenth-century literary field solely in
the Bourdieusian, and we may add Blackwoodian sense, would be to
overlook the fault-lines inherent in Romanticism’s anti-commercial
stance.
In recent scholarly readings of Romanticism’s negation of its
economic basis, the early nineteenth century emerges as a kind of
fringe space: a print environment in which the borders of the literary
field (in the Bourdieusian sense of economic inversion) are partly
articulated, but still remain blurred and porous. Mary Poovey has
suggested, for instance, that one of the main reasons for the absence of
reflections on the economics of textuality in Romantic print culture is
the development of particular writers’ desire for a distinct appraisal of
literature based on a discreet aesthetic value, in order to ‘exempt their
efforts from the market definition of value’ (291; original emphasis).
Yet while Poovey’s reading of Romantic literature steers towards
Bourdieu’s classic description, she also historicises and thereby
complicates Bourdieu’s theoretical model. Poovey emphasises that
certain literary forms of the early nineteenth century, most notably the
novel, intersected with this particular definition of literary value
because of the very profitability they showed within the economy of
print production: ‘the novel as a genre posed a challenge to both
reviewers’ attempts to dictate the criteria by which Literary value could
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be identified and the model of aesthetic autonomy into which
subsequent writers were refining Wordsworth’s model of originality’
(300). Similarly, Ian Duncan has spoken of the prefiguration of a
distinct literary field in the period, at the same time as he has stressed
that the economic success of some literary productions exerted a
destabilising influence on this formation. Zooming in on Romantic
Edinburgh in the 1820s, Duncan notes that ‘[w]hat Bourdieu calls “the
charismatic rupture between art and money” has not yet opened [. . .];
on the contrary, a newly totalizing convergence of art and money
generates charisma’ (xiii). Significantly, Duncan makes use of the
semantics of supernaturalism to describe the murky relations between
the literary and the economic in early-nineteenth-century culture.
Romantic fiction, he observes, ‘asserts its peculiar character in terms
of a ghostly relation to the market [. . .]: one of doubling or
repetition – haunting – rather than transcendence’ (xii). Duncan’s
word choice here is characteristic of both Romantic literature’s
abovementioned uncanny disregard for its own economic basis, as
well as literary scholarship’s fascination for revealing the economic
realities of Romanticism’s aesthetic fantasies as a kind of spectre – as
its skeleton in the closet or madwoman in the attic. At the same time,
Duncan’s formulation also calls for a new paradigm of investigation,
since, in its use of the verb ‘to assert’, it accords an active role to the
literary text with relation to the economic basis of its production. This
is worthy of more sustained attention since traditional accounts of
the market’s haunting of Romantic literature have frequently read the
literary text as the passive victim in this relation.
Lee Erickson’s The Economy of Literary Form (1996) is a good
example of this type of reading. As its title already suggests, Erickson’s
study attempts to bridge the gap between economics and literature in
the early nineteenth century by placing its particular focus on literary
form. Form, according to Erickson, is a uniquely productive parameter
for the analysis of the economics of literature (and the economics in
literature), since it is highly responsive to the economic conditions
surrounding a text’s production. As he argues, ‘literary forms can be
viewed as historical, aesthetic products of market forces’; their history
‘demonstrates that literature is materially and economically embedded
in the reality of the publishing marketplace’ (8). Erickson’s study
cunningly pierces beyond the veil of Romantic ideology in order to
reinstate economic considerations at the formal level of Romantic
poetics. However, the way in which his study connects the literary with
the economic is through a relationship of hierarchy. Literary works, in
his reading, are primarily the passive respondents to the conditions of
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the literary marketplace: in many ways, they are considered to be the
products (texts) of a producer (economic forces). While with respect
to traditional forms like the three-volume novel this hierarchising
seems persuasive, other key Romantic genres offer resistance to this
type of determinism. One of these, the frame tale, will be the focus of
this article. Paying attention to the Romantic-era frame tale reveals it to
be a particularly dynamic genre in the haunted space of the period’s
nascent literary field, one which would assert its particular literariness
not thanks to or against the economics of the literary marketplace,
but with and through it. The Romantic frame tale destabilises the
notion of economic determinism in that it reveals how Romantic
fiction sought to become active and to critically reflect on the
economic processes behind literary production on its own terms
and in its own pages. The following discussion of two frame tales by
the Scottish early-nineteenth-century author James Hogg suggests
that Romantic literary forms could not only be haunted by the
economics of the marketplace, but could also be the ones doing the
haunting.
The frame tale as a genre is a particular type of narrative fiction
which employs a frame story (such as a storytelling session) in order to
weave together multiple sub-narratives within a fictional setting of
exchange.1 Two of the most famous examples of this genre in Western
literary history are without a doubt Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury
Tales and Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron. More pertinently, however,
in the period roughly corresponding to the British Romantic Age,
early-nineteenth-century Germany witnessed a considerable surge in
popularity in the genre, a development that has often been noted in
scholarship.2 As I have pointed out elsewhere,3 the English frame tale
of the Romantic Age remains by contrast considerably under-
researched.4 This is important, as the genre can significantly
contribute to recent scholarship’s interest in linking the popularity
of general techniques of narrative framing in the period to the
conditions of the literary marketplace. Tim Killick, for instance, has
argued that the allure of framing, be it by means of an extended
narrative or simple editorial frames, lay in its scope. Connecting
shorter works of fiction through a frame, Killick suggests, was often a
Romantic author’s only viable way of writing short fiction in the age of
the novel. Framed collections were able to ‘sustain social and historical
themes in a similar way to the novel, and thereby compete for the same
market’ (35). Similarly, Peter T. Murphy has suggested that techniques
of narrative framing in Romantic fiction served authors’ ‘need to make
a book’ (98). Such views consider the market as determinant for the
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particular forms taken by literary works, in other words, they
perpetuate Erickson’s argument, noted above, that market forces
condition literary forms. While such estimations can and do carry
explanatory potential with respect to types and forms of framed
collections in the Romantic period, they are nevertheless too
restrictive, especially with regard to the frame tale. I fully agree that
the early-nineteenth-century frame tale is an offspring of the economic
environment of its historical moment. In this relation, however,
I consider the dynamics of this genre as more than merely a formal
reaction to economic forces. Rather, I suggest that, through the
fictional depiction of narrative exchange that these texts highlight
by means of their particular narrative structure, frame tales
explicitly and self-consciously re-enacted the literary marketplace,
thereby figuring as explicit articulations of what Duncan calls the
‘doubling’ or ‘repetition’ between the period’s literary and economic
fields (xii).
II
Today, Hogg is best remembered as the author of the part gothic
novel and part psychological thriller The Private Memoirs and Confessions
of a Justified Sinner (1824), a text which the French novelist Andre´ Gide
famously described as one of the masterpieces in Western literary
history. During his lifetime, however, Hogg’s most famous work was
one of his earliest: the frame tale The Queen’s Wake (1813). In this text,
Hogg envisions a fictional ballad competition at the court of Mary
Queen of Scots, newly returned to Scotland in 1561. Drawn by the
prestige of the event, various bards and balladeers travel to Edinburgh
in order to participate in the contest. Fitting to the occasion of his
fictional plot, and inspired by the late Romantic popularity for the long
narrative poem, Hogg’s frame tale is set in verse: consequently, the
inserted narratives in Hogg’s texts are not short stories, as was more
common in frame tales of the period, but ballads, performed by
the various participants of the contest. In the text’s first edition,
published in 1813, these individual bards still figured as rather
abstract representatives of Lowland and Highland bardic traditions.
In the text’s fifth edition published in 1819, however, Hogg had the
bards become allegorical figures of authors in early-nineteenth-century
Edinburgh, including such poets as John Wilson, William Tennant,
John Campbell, and even himself, James Hogg (Mack lxxiv).5 To make
the fit even more striking, the songs he made these figurative bards
sing were representative of broad aesthetic streams in poetic writing
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during the time. More than one modern-day critic has compared the
poems in the text to Hogg’s brilliant volume of parodies in his satirical
fake collection The Poetic Mirror, published in 1816 (Murphy 102,
Wilson 98). The Queen’s Wake does not stop at ventriloquism, though.
The framework of the text is a narrative of artistic competition that
translates rivalries of the real literary marketplace in Edinburgh into
fictionalised but thinly veiled textual antagonisms: the gentlemanly
bard Wilson, for example, rebukes the seemingly naı¨ve and rural
autodidact bard Tennant for his ‘homely song’ (II, 89), and the
fictional Hogg is chided for his scruffy looks (II, 257-66).
Incidentally, these are criticisms that both poets had more than
once been subjected to in real life. In so approximating the contest
structure (the intratextual dynamics of narrative sharing) to the
early-nineteenth-century literary marketplace (the extratextual
economic exchange of textual productions), Hogg’s frame tale
readily lends itself to be read as an allegory of the Romantic
marketplace.6
In this allegorical form, Hogg’s text makes its most significant
imaginative contribution to the discussion of the economics of
authorship by employing a twofold audience in its fictionalised
literary field. On the one hand, The Queen’s Wake is presided over by
Mary Queen of Scots herself. On the other hand, her court consists of a
large number of nameless courtiers, all of which are given power to
vote, as a group, for their own favourite. Splitting the audience into
two, Hogg’s frame narrative interlaces two different modes of
judgment, and with it two different modes of evaluating artistic
success or failure: an influential and aristocratic patron as well as what
is essentially an anonymous mass audience. By means of this double
reception, Hogg’s frame tale allegorises one of the most significant
transformations in modes and forms of authorial economy in the
change from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century: the decline of
the Republic of Letters followed by the rise of the modern literary
marketplace. Ian Duncan has referred to this transformation as an
‘infrastructural shift’ (xi), one that was particularly palpable in the
early-nineteenth-century literary scene in Edinburgh where Hogg
worked. This change, so Duncan, disaggregated literature from the
matrices of Enlightenment – the gentlemanly cosmopolitan domain,
the university curriculum, the figure of the literary patron – and
exposed it to the profit- and gain-oriented space of liberal economics
and the spending power of the middle classes (xi). In an analysis of this
development’s impact on authorial economies, Mark Osteen and
Martha Woodmansee note that the opposition between patronage and
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market often showed itself as an antithesis, one which rose to particular
prominence after 1800: ‘[a]lthough celebrations of the market’s
liberation of writers from the slavery of patronage had persisted – from
Boswell to Carlyle [. . .] – by the beginning of the nineteenth
century, hostility toward the literary market economy on the part
of writers unable to market their writings successfully had begun to
produce nostalgic yearning for, and in some cases a return to,
patronage’ (7).
In allegorising a powerful and aristocratic patron as well as a mass
audience, Hogg’s The Queen’s Wake places the fictional contest in this
hotbed of institutional change. Considering that Hogg was associated
with the Blackwood’s group, a collective whose only consistent aspect
was, according to George Pottinger, ‘its hostility towards economists’
(275), one might think that Hogg’s allegory would be critically
weighed in favour of patronage. Indeed, in Hogg’s earlier, short-lasting
periodical The Spy (1810–11), he often criticised mass readership and
its associated literary economy. In an ingenious conceit of literary
reception under the title of ‘Mr Shuffleton’s Scottish Muses’, for
example, Hogg envisioned an imaginary court at which authors are
tried at the bar of posterity. The judged authors are either allowed to
enter the garden of posterity directly, required to pass through a long
hallway at the end of which a door would let them enter into this
garden as well (the symbolic representation of a lagging reception), or
forced to vanish in a dark and sombre oblivion. The sole judge in this
court is Reason. At least, until the trial of the Prince of the Scottish
Poets takes place. Then, Walter Scott is carried into the courtroom by a
loud and aggressive mob of fans, continually shouting ‘Scott for ever!
Scott for ever!’ (100). When Judge Reason does not allow Scott to
enter into the garden of posterity directly, but condemns him to walk
the corridor first, the violent crowd of fans rushes upon him, topples
him out of his seat, and eventually, hoists Scott into the position of the
judge. Though, at the end, Reason is restored to his place, the
experience leaves him utterly shaken and void of his original authority.
Scott is given the key to the garden of posterity, in addition to being
made head of a new court for poor authors. If, as Adrian Johns notes,
early-nineteenth-century print culture witnessed the erosion of
‘a fundamental distinction between people and public, [. . .] between
capricious passion and disinterested reason’ (397), then Hogg’s ‘Mr.
Shuffleton’s Scottish Muses’ perpetuates this erosion to the fullest. In
the pages of The Spy, mass readership surpasses reasonable judgment.
It is a new force to be reckoned with, and, according to Hogg, not in a
particularly good way.
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In light of such one-sided musings, it is all the more surprising to
find that the allegorical literary marketplace of The Queen’s Wake is
more ambiguous in its evaluation of the conflict between patronage
and mass audience. Though at the end of the contest the discussion
among the courtiers is heated – it threatens to ‘end the Wake in
blood’ (‘Conclusion’ 39) – the combined might of the courtiers is
nevertheless positively connoted in the text due to its significance as
the only force able to wrest the first prize, Queen Mary’s harp, away
from the secret favourite of the Queen. This move is highly significant
insofar as this favourite, Rizzio, is the contest’s only foreigner: an
Italian bard. From Hogg’s letters we know that he had a dislike for
what he called Italian ‘tirlie-whirlies’, and that he considered the
popularity of Italian music as accompaniment for Scottish plays a
matter of concern (qtd in Hughes 87). But, even irrespective of such
authorial dislikes, the victory of the courtiers over the Queen is
positively weighed in the text, since Rizzio, as an outsider, threatens to
take the prize harp to Italy (‘Introduction’ 445–6), and thereby to
undermine the goal of the contest as well as the wish of Queen Mary
herself ‘to prove ere long, / The wonderous powers of Scottish
song’ (271–2).
Considering that it is the Queen’s desire to laud Scottish
minstrelsy, her choice to award the prize to Rizzio seems oddly
paradoxical. However, Hogg explains that Her Majesty’s inconsistency
is due to Rizzio’s cunning exploitation of the patronage economy:
[. . .] oft [he] had tried, with anxious pain,
Respect of Scotland’s Queen to gain.
Too well his eye, with searching art,
Perceived her fond, her wareless heart:
And though unskilled in Scottish song,
Her notice he had wooed so long; (I, 23–8)
Rizzio’s favour with the queen is based on her personal investment in
him, an investment which he himself brought about through courtship
rather than by proof of artistic merit. It matters little that Rizzio’s
performance is, according to the frame narrator, ‘affected gaudy
rhyme’ (I, 233), that it is ‘vapid, artful, terse’ (I, 237). Rizzio has a shot
at the title because the Queen’s patronage has succumbed to the
spectre of infatuation. In this respect, it is certainly telling that Hogg
names this bard after David Rizzio or Riccio, the real Queen Mary’s
Italian secretary, her valet de chambre, and, most importantly, her
rumoured lover (Lewis 24). The Queen’s favouritism for Rizzio is far
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from mere historical anecdote, though. Translated into The Queen’s
Wake’s allegorical layering, it voices a concern over the vulnerability of
the traditional patronage model to sexual politics. This is not only
Hogg’s idiosyncratic rendering of patronage economy: a mistrust of
the alleged ‘benevolent disinterestedness’ of literary patrons became
particularly voiced in the early nineteenth century, leading some
writers to compare patronage economy to literary prostitution
(Barnard and Day 203). In having Queen Mary literally embody this
equation – a patron blind-sided into supporting personal affection
rather than artistic production – Hogg perpetuates this perspective,
and positively opposes the nameless courtiers (and their success of
keeping the prize harp in Scotland) to biased and misplaced
patronage. In this way, Hogg’s allegory suggests that the sheer power
of a mass public can successfully forestall the outgrowths of a corrupted
system of aristocratic favouritism, and thereby secure a national
literature against the superficial allure of foreign intruders.
However, even though the force of the courtiers’ voices has kept
the Scottish prize in Scotland and discredited the misguided Queen,
the text is more ambiguous in its treatment of the allegorical mass
audience. Tellingly, the eventual judgment of the masses causes Hogg
to lose at his own fictional contest. Hogg, as has already been
suggested, wrote himself into the Wake, in the guise of the tenth
contender, the bard from ‘Ettrick’s mountains green’ (II, 275).
However, this figure of Hogg has to ultimately concede defeat at the
hand of his strongest competitor Gardyn, a bard who most likely
represents Walter Scott. As the frame narrator notes, though, Gardyn’s
victory was unmerited: ‘The first division called and done, / Gardyn
stood highest just by one. / No merits can the courtier sway, / ‘Twas
then, it seems, as at this day’ (‘Conclusion’ 58–61). Short-circuiting
again the historical audience at Queen Mary’s court (‘then’) with the
contemporary audience (‘this day’), Hogg acknowledges the fame of
Scott at the same time as he questions the merit of this popularity.
Reiterating his judgment on Scott from The Spy, Hogg once again
emphasises the absence of reason in the public’s accounting for the
poetic merit of the Author of Waverley. In other words, while the mass
audience of The Queen’s Wake is immune to being swayed by personal
infatuation, its judgment is ultimately alleged to be unreasonable.
Yet, despite the success of Gardyn, The Queen’s Wake does not send
the fictional Hogg home empty-handed. It is the Queen who notices
‘the poor Bard of Ettrick’ (‘Conclusion’ 197), as well as his ‘minstrel’s
pain’ (201), and she decides to award him a consolation prize,
a ‘harp of old renown’ (218), almost as powerful as the main prize
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of the contest. Thus, when it comes to Hogg himself, the
unaccountable force of the courtiers is counterpointed by a patron
who is responsive to the inconspicuous bard. Indeed, when, after his
performance, the courtiers are reluctant to applaud the fictional
Hogg’s ‘simple air and mien’ (II, 261), it is the Queen’s approval that
lends him credit:
nor his notes of soothing sound,
Nor zealous word of bard renowned,
Might those persuade, that worth could be
Inherent in such mean degree.
But when the smile of Sovereign fair
Attested genuine nature there,
Throbbed high with rapture every breast,
And all his merit stood confest. (II, 729–36)
The judgment of the patron, Hogg’s allegory suggests, is more
responsive to the plight of the unseemly artist, and, in this way, the
patron can assert a certain degree of influence on the judgment of
the crowd.
While the overriding of the patron’s will by the mass audience is
critical for keeping Queen Mary’s harp in Scotland, and to prevent it
from being accorded merely based on individual sympathy and
affection, Hogg’s own success is only guaranteed by the lingering
power of patronage. By featuring two audiences, Hogg’s literary
allegory on the marketplace thus suggests that, while the power of the
mass audience guarantees the formation of a national literature as well
as ensures its emancipation from foreign cultural influences (in this
case, Italy), patronage nevertheless deserves its place in the space of
narrative exchange since it provides a less competitive writer, like
Hogg, with an alternative mode of gaining capital. Hogg’s frame tale
allegorises the field of textual exchange in order to balance two
different types of authorial economy, which in turn provide their
boons, and rid each other of their shortcomings. In Hogg’s envisioned
literary marketplace, the struggle between patronage and market
economy is turned into a productive antithesis, one which brings about
a Scottish Literature, headed by a popular figure like Scott, at the same
time that it allows for the emergence of less famous artists, like Hogg,
from Scott’s shadow.
The productive coexistence of these two types of authorial
economy in Hogg’s work is by no means merely a creative
reworking of the actual early-nineteenth-century literary marketplace.
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Rather, they mirror a double practice according to which Hogg himself
worked and in which his own frame tale took part. Hogg dedicated the
first edition of The Queen’s Wake to Princess Charlotte of Wales, the only
child of George, Prince of Wales, and later King George IV. Yet, despite
the fact that Hogg even sent a copy to the royal family, the long
narrative poem was not backed by royal patronage. Instead, it became a
success because it sold well on the market. Nevertheless, by the time
Hogg re-published the work for his fifth edition in 1819, two years after
Princess Charlotte had died, he no longer opted to trust in the buying
public, but decided for a publication by subscription in order to
depend on prospective patrons’ money to embellish the text with three
lavish prints. To Hogg, as the author of The Queen’s Wake, both the fate
of ‘Hogg’ as well as the fate of Gardyn were possible authorial
trajectories.
Three years after the publication of The Queen’s Wake’s fifth
edition, Hogg returned to the genre of the frame tale by inserting a
lengthy storytelling session into The Three Perils of Man (1822), his take
on the Scottian historical novel. In re-adopting the frame tale, even if
only for a part of a larger work, Hogg also returned to the fittingness of
the genre to an allegorical comment on literature’s embeddedness in
an economic marketplace. The main plot of The Three Perils of Man
revolves mainly around a siege between Scottish and English forces of a
border castle in the Scottish Lowlands during the Late Middle Ages. In
the text’s middle section, a group of the Scottish faction travels to the
castle of the wizard Michael Scott with the intention of getting the
magician to reveal the outcome of the struggling siege. After their
arrival, a tense skirmish between the soldiers and the castle’s
inhabitants, including its daemonic seneschall Gourlay, takes place
and leaves the latter blown to pieces in an excessive demonstration of
the power of gunpowder. Since Gourlay had held the key to the
fortress tower into which Michael Scott had locked himself and the
Scottish detachment, however, the soldiers and the wizard become
trapped with no way of escape. Desperately hoping for the rear-guard
to arrive, they decide to tell each other stories: a decision that the
narrative also performs structurally by temporarily adopting the genre
of the frame tale. Significantly, the accidental prisoners not only
determine to tell tales in order to pass the time, but also to prolong
their survival. Each individual will tell a story, they decide, and the one
who tells the worst story will be eaten by the others for sustenance. To
some degree, this gruesome uptake is a cunning reference to the
Arabian Nights, in which, famously, Scheherazade keeps her own
execution at bay by telling stories to King Shahryar. But Hogg also
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intensifies the Nights’ formula. Storytelling in The Three Perils of Man is
not only a way of countering death, but also of bringing it about.
Considering that the stories told by the group represent
stereotypes of the period’s most prominent and best-selling genres
(Mergenthal 391), it once again emerges that Hogg’s use of the frame
tale suggests a reading of the intradiegetic storytelling session as an
imaginative approach to the extratextual, economic space of narrative
production and exchange. If telling stories is a gruesome pastime, one
that isolates the individual teller in an effort to stay alive, then what
Hogg thereby allegorises is the cannibalistic dynamics of the period’s
professionalisation of authorship. While the economic workings of the
modern fiction market enabled some authors to write imaginative
works to make a living, in other words, to eat by telling stories, this
process also involved a somewhat cruel reciprocity whereby the
sustenance of one writer was contingent upon the failure of others.
The various periodical reviews of the era abound with examples of how
writers were judged positively or negatively by means of the laudation
or dismissal of their competition in the field.
Nevertheless, Hogg’s text also stresses that to engage in this newly
forming literary marketplace meant not only to eat or be eaten, but
also to become more aware of one’s own identity as a writer. In her
recent study of Romantic authorship, Susan Wolfson suggests that
writers in the early nineteenth century often came to a self-definition
as ‘author’ through their interaction with the personality and the work
of other writers. In distinctive instances, she suggests, ‘a Romantic
“author” got created, as a literary consciousness, in a web of
reciprocally transforming and transformative creative subjects’ (2).
Hogg’s allegory openly emphasises this identity-constituting nature of
the field through a quixotic turn on storytelling. As more and more
stories are told, the group realises that the individual participants of
the contest turn out to be the real-life versions of characters from the
tales they tell. In The Three Perils of Man, the act of telling stories, and of
listening to them, means not only getting a meal (at least prospectively
so), but also getting to know one’s fellow storytellers, and, in this act,
ultimately getting to know oneself. As the character Tam Craik states
after seeing himself mirrored in the tale told by his fellow soldier
Gibbie: ‘Od, we seem to ken mair abou ane anither than ony ane o’us
kens about ourselves’ (254).
In The Three Perils of Man’s storytelling session, Hogg once again
connects the literary with the economic field through an allegorical
doubling of market dynamics within his own fictional text. The
semantics of Hogg’s observational approach to the literary marketplace
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in The Three Perils of Man are bleaker than in his previous attempt. The
tower chamber at the magician’s castle is a dark and claustrophobic
place, and the contest is harsh and bitter. Even though the group
becomes better acquainted with one another through the act of
storytelling and even though they are eventually rescued before anyone
is eaten, the very depiction of storytelling as an effort of survival infuses
Hogg’s depiction of the field with an unnerving essentialist tone, one
that is far from his earlier more light-hearted allegory of the bardic
contest. It is possible that in the nine years between The Queen’s Wake
and The Three Perils of Man Hogg came to realise the increasing
competitiveness of the field as it continued to distance itself from the
eighteenth-century Republic of Letters, and that this led him to alter
his depiction of the literary marketplace from competitive balladeering
to telling stories so as to eat the competition. Irrespective of such
conjectures, however, it becomes clear that Hogg made strategic use of
the genre of the frame tale in order to depict the economic processes
of early-nineteenth-century literary production in the pages of his own
literary product. Hogg’s The Queen’s Wake and The Three Perils of Man
showcase the abovementioned ‘haunting’ between the literary and the
economic field in the late Romantic period and thereby reveal the still
porous boundaries between both spaces in the period’s cultural
imaginary.
III
Leon Jackson has recently suggested that writing is not only an
engagement in ‘the exchange of stories’, but that, due to the similar
significatory principles of language and money, written stories are also
often ‘stories of exchange’ (37). Hogg’s frame tales are key examples
of how early-nineteenth-century texts were prone to self-consciously
re-enact this type of literary/economic performance. By re-integrating
a homology (rather than inversion) between economic field and
literary field into their own structure, these texts emerge as highly
self-reflexive cultural artefacts, placed at the intersection of different
modes of exchange. Foregrounding the sharing of stories as their very
structuring principle, Hogg’s frame tales are not only contributions to
the exchange of stories by being stories of exchange, but essentially
contributions to the exchange of stories by being stories of the
exchange of stories. The narrative form of the frame tale is in other
words not merely connected to the field of economic signification
through its use of language or its structure, but, more importantly,
it highlights this link explicitly through a literary ‘copying’ that
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involves a mise-en-abyme of narrative sharing: the telling of a story about
the telling of stories. In Hogg’s application of the genre, the allegorical
implications of this formal equation are openly emphasised, a fact
which offers fascinating insights into the late Romantic period’s
cultural interlacing of literary and economic values.
In being so decidedly allegorical, Hogg’s The Queen’s Wake and
The Three Perils of Man are highly explicit indicators of how the
structure of the early-nineteenth-century frame tale allowed writers to
reflect on the economics of literature. Though other frame tales of the
period often make more implicit allusions to the relationship between
the intrafictional exchange of stories (the storytelling session) and the
extrafictional exchange of stories (the literary marketplace), such links
are nevertheless frequently evoked in works by Washington Irving,
John Galt, Barbara Hofland, and Letitia Elizabeth Landon. Studying
such frame tales of the early nineteenth century, it becomes quickly
apparent how this form thrived on Romantic fiction’s ‘doubling or
repetition’ of the market. While there is no doubt that the particular
literary form of the frame tale was a response to economic forces
conditioning the period’s literary marketplace, the genre is far from a
mere product of them, far from a mute indicator. It seems highly likely
that the frame tale rose to prominence in the early nineteenth century
because authors employed its structure to fictionally work out and work
through the changing conditions of artistic production in a rapidly
evolving economic environment. The literary value of these texts lies
precisely in the way in which they question literature’s apparent
disinterestedness in economic processes and reinstate themselves as
active agents in reflecting on these very dynamics. Through the frame
tale, Romantic literature talked back at the market. Even though this
was at times a distorted voice, one which often took allegorical shapes,
it was nevertheless an important one since it stemmed out of a
particular poetics: one that attempted to transform economy into
literature and thereby turn literature into a way of speaking about
economy.
Notes
1. In using the term ‘frame tale’, I am following the convention established by
scholars such as Bonnie Irwin. It needs to be emphasised, however, that due to its
semantic ambiguity the term is also often employed in contemporary criticism to
refer to the first narrative layer of any text that makes use of narrative embedding.
As it is used in this article, the term ‘frame tale’ refers to the particular genre and is
to be distinguished from ‘frame narratives’. An alternative label that is sometimes
used in scholarship to refer to this genre, and that would avoid such
misunderstandings, is ‘novella cycle’. This term is nevertheless not preferable
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since it obscures the fact that ‘novella cycles’ often do not consist solely of novellas:
internal tales of such texts can range from anecdotes and short stories, to tall tales
and short romances. Considering the rarity of pure novella cycles, it is sensible to
prefer a broader generic classifier, especially since it is the dynamic between the
narrative layers, rather than the type of the individual inset stories, that constitutes
the most characteristic feature of the form.
2. For two recent works, see Beck and Mielke.
3. See Ittensohn 397–8.
4. Anglophone frame tales of the period include, but are not limited to: John Galt,
The Steam-Boat (1822) and “The Quarantine, or Tales of the Lazaretto” (1824);
James Hogg, The Queen’s Wake (1813) and the middle section of The Three Perils of
Man (1822); Barbara Hofland, Tales of the Priory (1820) and Tales of the Manor
(1822); Washington Irving, Bracebridge Hall (1822) and Tales of a Traveller (1824);
Letitia Elizabeth Landon, The Troubadour (1825) and The Golden Violet (1827); Sir
Walter Scott, Chronicles of the Cannongate, 1st series (1827); Henry Slingsby, My
Grandmother’s Guests and Their Tales (1825).
5. The following identifications are based on Mack’s editorial work, which in turn is
informed by an annotated copy of the fifth edition of the Wake in the margins of
which Hogg wrote the names of the Scottish poets on whom his descriptions are
based.
6. Similar suggestions are made by Simpson (118), Russett (181), and Wilson (98).
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